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Views on Personnel, Management and Economic as Well as Technological Developments 
in Petroleum Refining and Natural Gas Processing: Comment from Readers Is Invited 


HORIZONS 








Applying New Refining Technology 
Is Individual Company Problem 


T WILL TAKE the oil companies some time to apply to 

the most economic advantage in their own operations the 
advances in. refining technology which have been made in the 
wartime period. Under normal conditions these technological 
improvements would likely have been spread out over 15 or 
20 years, or possibly longer. Under the urgency of wartime 
needs and through the pooling of development work by all 
the companies, the new processes and methods were developed 
and put in commercial utilization in a scant three years. 

Their application to peacetime needs, however, must be 
worked out by the oil companies individually—and not only 
for reasons of legal necessity and because of the fact that the 
oil industry has always been notably a free enterprise. The 
problems in connection with postwar operations are individual 
to each company, with many factors involved that must be re- 
solved to meet each company’s particular requirements. 

Some companies already are putting emphasis on economic 
studies in their consideration of the application of the new 
methods and processes, They are studying their natural mar- 
kets not only for motor fuel but for other products as well. 
They are investigating the nature and extent of their future 
crude supplies, and planning to make the best possible use of 
any transportation and manufacturing advantages they may 
have. The refinery engineering firms also are preparing to 
advise oil companies on the economics of the new processes as 
well as on their technological features. 

The greatest postwar potentialities for the refining com- 
panies are in the catalytic cracking processes. These proc- 
esses in particular are being developed and engineered for 
applicability in small installations at about the same cost per 
barrel of capacity as for the 15,000-b/d and larger units built 
in the war program. Catalytic cracking plants represent the 
biggest single item in the postwar construction program of 
refining companies as reported to PAW. 

In the wartime program around 900,000 barrels .daily of 
catalytic cracking capacity have been installed in this country 
and about 100,000 barrels additional are planned. By the end 
of the war it is likely that the industry will have one million 
barrels daily capacity in catalytic cracking, as compared with 
two million barrels of thermal cracking capacity. This ca- 
pacity, however, is now in about only 50 plants out of nearly 
$00 operating refineries in the country. 

there are several general factors that will determine the 
volume of motor fuel which the cat-crackers will produce 
after the war. , Among them dare: The extent to which gas oil 
is economically, available to these plants as charging stocks. 
Whether or not increased supplies of crude are available to 
the plants. The extent to which the catalytic 
erated on recycling and in hook-ups with other types of units 
to improve the quality of the fuel produced. The 
volume of aviation gasoline required after the war. 


units are op- 


motor 


In addition, however, there are factors which are in- 
dividual to the single refinery which management will 
have to evaluate—mainly on the basis of the economics in- 
volved. One of these is geographical location. About 60% 
of the wartime catalytic capacity has been installed in the East 
and Gulf Coast areas and about 20% on the West Coast, 
leaving only about 20% of the present plants in the interior 
refining districts where the largest number of small refineries 
is located. Regardless of what the nation-wide picture may 
be, it would seem that a study of the possibilities in catalytic 


many 
and 


cracking will be important for many of these refineries, es- 
pecially where they are now disposing of their residual fue 
oil at uneconomic prices. With catalytic cracking the refiner 
can eliminate entirely his production of residual fuel oils if 
he so desires and make more gasolines, distillates and other 
profitable products from his barrel of crude. 


& — 7 


HE circumstances at the individual plant will also make a 

difference in the kind and extent of use of the butane- 
butylene by-product hydrocarbons from catalytic cracking 
Aside from alkylate for aviation gasoline they might be con- 
verted into motor polymer, or feed stock for butadiene. To a 
small extent they might be marketed as raw material for 
chemical manufacturing, with the balance selling as liquefied 
petroleum gas. Lacking other outlets they may have to be 
used as plant fuel. 

While not so widely heralded a wartime development as 
catalytic cracking, technological improvements have also been 
made in late years in methods for the manufacture of high 
quality lubricating oils. Processes have been developed 
which enable the oil company to produce such lubricants from 
a greater variety of crudes, some of which have heretofore 
been thought to be unsuitable for the manufacture of satis- 
factory lubricants. Progress on a similar scale has also been 
made in the development of additives to improve the stability 
and other essential qualities of lubricating oils and greases. 

Only a few lubricating oil plants have been included in the 
industry’s wartime program and preliminary estimates indi- 
cate that consideration is being given to the installation of 
lubricating oil plants in postwar plans. The chief question 
for the individual oil company now is not whether the im- 
proved technology is available but whether the economic con- 
ditions which that company must face warrant expansion in 
this direction. 


The wartime period has also seen the development of many 
specialized petroleum products, important in varied industrial 
uses although their total required volume is small. Indus- 
trial solvents and rust preventives are two examples of such 
developments. Some oil companies will find postwar mar- 
kets for products of this type, which can be manufactured in 
their existing equipment or with small conversions, in their 
own marketing territories. 
for these new products can be such 
facture profitable. 

Closely related to 
improvements in plant design and operating technique de- 
veloped in the war period. 


While the volume is small, prices 
as to make their manu- 


the advances in refining technology are 


Necessity forced these changes 
but some of them will become accepted procedure in postwar 
operations. For example, experience so far has indicated that 
thermal cracking plants can be operated at higher tempera- 
tures than was former practice, without undue damage to the 
equipment and with greater yields of butanes and butylenes. 
It may be economically profitable for some plants to normally 
run their thermal units under more severe conditions if the 
increased value of products more than compensates for tube 
replacement cost 

It is recognized that new inventions and operating tech- 
niques are likely to be brought forward at any time in an in- 
dustry where large research staffs are maintained, such as in 
the oil industry. Barring such unforeseen developments, it 
would appear that the technologists have had their innings. 
They responded nobly in the war effort. The more direct 
need now is for the individual refining company to determine 
how it can utilize to its economic advantage the advances in 
technology that came about in the wartime period. 
New 
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